
Variations by Type of Recreation County
As noted, Johnson and Beale (2002) categorized each recreation county as
belonging to 1 of 11 mutually exclusive recreational groupings, a classifica-
tion that provides greater insight into the recreational component of each
county (figs. 6 and 7). The single most common category is the Midwest
Lake and Second Home, accounting for 70 counties and overwhelmingly
concentrated in central and northern Michigan, Minnesota, and Wisconsin
(table 4). The Northeast Mountain, Lake, and Second Home group, a closely
related category, is mainly concentrated in northern New England (Maine,
New Hampshire, and Vermont) and in portions of New York and Pennsyl-
vania. Together, these two similar categories account for more than a quarter
of all recreation counties. Both categories are relatively prosperous: North-
east counties had the highest level of earnings per job among all recreation
types, and the Midwest category experienced sharp increases in household
income during the 1990s (table 5). Both regions had rates of poverty among
the lowest of all recreation categories (table 6). 

Although almost every type of recreation county registered at least double-
digit population growth during the 1990s (the exception being the Northeast
Mountain, Lake, and Second Home), Ski Resort counties grew the fastest
(increasing 38 percent), continuing a trend from the 1980s. Other recreation
categories in the West (West Mountain and Other Mountain) also experi-
enced rapid population growth. Ski Resort counties stand out in other ways,
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Figure 6

Nonmetropolitian recreation categories by type (part 1), 2002

Note: Excludes counties in Alaska and Hawaii.
Source: Adapted from Kenneth M. Johnson and Calvin L. Beale, 2002. “Nonmetro Recreation
Counties: Their Identification and Rapid Growth,” Rural America, Vol. 17, No. 4:12-19.

Metro county
National Park
NE Mtn./Lake/Second Home
Midwest Lake/Second Home

Reservoir Lake
Coastal Ocean Resort
Casino
Other nonmetro county



measuring substantially higher than other recreation counties on a number
of economic variables, including ratio of employment to population, earn-
ings per job, earnings per worker, per capita income, and median household
income. Ski Resorts also had the lowest poverty rate among all recreation
categories, but had substantially higher housing costs—nearly 40 percent
higher than the average for other nonmetro counties—which grew rapidly
during the 1990s. Ski Resort counties also stand out in terms of social indi-
cators, having the highest levels of educational attainment, the largest
number of doctors, the lowest death rates, and the highest rate of crime
among all recreation categories.

In contrast, Reservoir Lake counties and South Appalachian Mountain
Resort counties are among the most economically challenged recreation
county types. Reservoir Lake counties, which are mainly located in the
Midwest and Great Plains regions, and South Appalachian Mountain Resort
counties—in the upland areas of Georgia, North Carolina, Virginia, West
Virginia, and Maryland—have among the lowest earnings per worker and
lowest median household income levels. They also have among the lowest
rents. Both of these regions have among the lowest levels of educational
attainment. Further, they have higher-than-average age-adjusted death rates,
but relatively low crime rates. The South Appalachian Mountain Resort
category also has a significantly longer commute than other other nonmetro
counties, possibly a reflection of its mountainous topography. 
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Figure 7

Nonmetropolitian recreation categories by type (part 2), 2002

Metro county
Miscellaneous Recreation
South Appalachian Mtn. Resort
Other Mountain

West Mountain
Ski Resort
Other nonmetro county

Note: Excludes counties in Alaska and Hawaii.
Source: Adapted from Kenneth M. Johnson and Calvin L. Beale, 2002. “Nonmetro Recreation
Counties: Their Identification and Rapid Growth,” Rural America, Vol. 17, No. 4:12-19.



Casino counties also have relatively low levels of economic development,
with the highest rate of poverty—over 40 percent higher than for all recre-
ation counties—as well as below-average levels of per capita income,
median household income, and earnings per worker. Still, during the 1990s,
Casino counties, which are mainly located in the Upper Midwest, the
Dakotas, the Mississippi Delta region, and Nevada, collectively had sharp
employment growth (a third faster than the average for all recreation coun-
ties). Casino counties, which benefited from the establishment of gambling
on Native American reservations during the 1990s, had a lower level of
educational attainment, fewer physicians, a higher-than-average age-
adjusted death rate, and a significantly higher rate of crime than most other
recreation counties.

21
Recreation, Tourism, and Rural Well-Being/ERR-7

Economic Research Service/USDA

Table 4
Recreation county categories

Number of
Recreation category counties

Midwest Lake and Second Home 70

Northeast Mountain, Lake, 19
and Second Home

Coastal Ocean Resort 35

Reservoir Lake 27

Ski Resort 20

Other Mountain (with Ski Resorts) 17

West Mountain (excluding Ski Resorts 46
and National Parks)

South Appalachian Mountain Resort 17

Casino 21

National Park 18

Miscellaneous 21

Total 311

Source: Kenneth M. Johnson and Calvin L. Beale, “Nonmetro Recreation Counties: Their
Identification and Rapid Growth,” Rural America, Vol. 17, No. 4, 2002:12-19.
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